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Here, he speaks, not only on behalf of the dozens of deep 
leaders we have met in the book, but also of his own personal 
convictions with respect to the way forward to more effective 
leadership. Joe speaks compellingly about making the com-
mitment, commanding the language, building a library, finding 
mentors, and seeking opportunities.

Canadian Forces leaders of all ranks will find much of 
value in this book and much to reinforce what they know and 
feel about CF leadership doctrine as it is prescribed in Leading 
People and Leading the Institution. Repeatedly, the deep leaders 
in the book refer to fighting spirit, teamwork, self-discipline, 
physical fitness, and stewardship. All place great emphasis upon 
what CF leadership doctrine codifies as the Core CF Values – 

Duty, Loyalty, Integrity, and Courage. Perhaps this is not sur-
prising, since Dr. Joe MacInnis himself declares that “Military 
leadership is the fountainhead of all other forms of leadership.”

Deep Leadership should be made a ‘core’ text for all 
fourth-year RMC cadets, and a major text at the Joint 
Command and Staff Program at the Canadian Forces College 
in Toronto. It should also be required reading for all NCOs 
taking the Intermediate Leadership Qualification Course at the 
NCM Professional Development Center in St. Jean, Quebec.  

Lieutenant-Colonel (ret’d) Bill Bentley, MSM, CD, PhD, a former infantry 
officer, is currently the Deputy Director of the Canadian Forces Leadership 
Institute at the Canadian Defence Academy in Kingston, Ontario.
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C
anadian Ambassador Robert Fowler tells his 
story of captivity at the hands of Al Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) of North Western 
Africa.  A Season in Hell: 
My 130 Days in the 

Sahara with Al Qaeda is Fowler’s per-
sonal, almost-daily account as a hostage 
of AQIM.  Fowler breaks his 2008 - 
2009 kidnapping into five distinct parts.  
Part One is “The Descent into Hell,” 
chronicling his special mission to Niger, 
and his eventual capture. “Prisoners of 
Al Qaeda in the Sahara,” Part Two, pro-
vides a detailed description of his cap-
tors and their mode of survival in the 
foreboding desert. Within Part Three, 
“The Middle Game,” the author recalls 
the glimmer of hope presented at 80 
days into his captivity when he finally 
receives word from the outside world. In  
Part Four, “The End Game,” Fowler 
summarizes the prolonged process lead-
ing to his ultimate release. Finally, “The 
Aftermath” chronicles Fowler’s personal 
reflections upon his own captivity, inter-
twined with new up-to-date revelations made available at the 
time of this book’s release in 2011. Each part of this book 
describes a set of emotions or like occurrences, giving the 
book less of a feel as a survival diary, and more that of a sum-
mary of experiences.

What makes Fowler’s book significant is the account of 
the day-to-day operations of an Al Qaeda affiliate. Western 
academics and intelligence services have posited for years 

their hypotheses of the inner workings of AQIM.  Fowler gives 
a detailed first-person account that serves to better inform the 
theorists with respect to the realities of AQIM. An example is 
the notion that the Southern forces of AQIM were independent 
and not strongly tied to the AQIM of Algeria. This opinion 
was and still is strongly held by both the British and US mili-
tary intelligence services. One theory is that AQIM is just a 
bunch of bandits and opportunists, and they are not really 
focused upon the religious cause of jihad, as posited by 
renowned AQIM researcher Jean-Pierre Filiu in his article 
“Al-Qa’ida in the Islamic Maghreb: A Case Study in 
Opportunism of Global Jihad.” Still other theorists believe that 

AQIM is an expanding regional threat 
that has changed its focus from an 
Islamic Algerian state to the 
‘Islamisation’ of the Sahel; as proposed 
by Modibo Goita in “West Africa’s 
Growing Terrorist Threat.”  Fowler rebuts 
all of these claims in detail.

During his captivity, he meticu-
lously observed his captors, and he pro-
vides some insights into AQIM itself. 
First, he posits that AQIM’s leadership is 
entirely Algerian, while the Sahelians of 
AQIM are relegated to “enlisted” or sub-
ordinate roles. The racial tension is 
noticeable within the AQIM ranks, spe-
cifically against the black Africans.

Fowler’s story is unique, because of 
his background. As Canada’s longest 
serving diplomat to the UN and as the 
former Deputy Minister of National 

Defence, he provides astute geopolitical context to his per-
sonal plight. Fowler was assigned by the Secretary General of 
the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon, as the UN Special Envoy to 
Niger, and this was a selection based upon Fowler’s depth of 
experience in African affairs. This experience allowed the 
author to describe the historical implications and the political 
intricacies involved in his capture. These political ramifica-
tions are brought even further to light in the “Aftermath” and 
appendices, which are not to be missed.
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Another highlight of A Season in Hell is its relevance to 

hostage training and non-governmental detention. It is apparent 
that Ambassador Fowler had some hostage training, and he 
relied upon it for his survival. In this manner, Fowler’s book 
reads similar to Colonel Nick Rowe’s Five Years to Freedom, or 
Out of Captivity, authored by the Northrop Grumman contrac-
tors held by the FARC until 2008. Fowler’s ingenuity, demeanor, 
and unwavering efforts to guarantee his own survival and sanity 
are noteworthy. Furthermore, they are useful for study and emu-
lation.  A Season in Hell should be added to the reading lists of 
hostage training courses, specifically for diplomats, military 
personal, and civil servants who serve worldwide.

Ambassador Fowler’s book does, however, have its short-
comings. This book is not written for academic purposes, 
because Fowler has chosen to write about his own personal 
experiences, observations, and opinions, rather than providing 
the requisite supporting references that would withstand aca-
demic rigour. He wanted this to be his story, a therapeutic 
exercise to get this experience committed to paper. Given 
Fowler’s long civil service, which include being the foreign 

policy advisor for three Prime Ministers of Canada, his per-
sonal opinions carry a great amount of weight.

With only minor discrepancies, Fowler’s text is readable, 
and it provides a never before seen look inside the underworld 
of Al Qaeda, and its affiliate, AQIM. Further, this book can be 
used as a foundation for additional research. Chapter Nine in 
Part Two, entitled “Us and Them,” breaks down the fundamen-
tal core beliefs and composition of AQIM. The broader implica-
tions of this book are cause for re-analysis of our assumptions 
of the fledging AQ affiliates and their very real Islamist ideol-
ogy. As Ambassador Fowler discovered, his captors were not 
merely, “bandits, opportunists, thugs [or] psychopaths... [but] 
deeply committed religious zealots.”   Fowler’s observation 
serves as a warning, yet it sets the stage for a renewed campaign 
to snuff out the remaining embers of Al Qaeda’s global jihad.  

Major Richard Nessel is a US Army Special Forces officer with sev-
eral deployments within North Africa under Operation Enduring 
Freedom Trans-Sahara, specifically targeting Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).
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T
his is a powerful book. But, it sneaks up on you. 
Ron Corbett, award winning writer, journalist, 
broadcaster, and university educator, takes a very 
personal look at the 17 April 2002 friendly fire 
incident when two American 

F-16 pilots mistakenly engaged Alpha 
Company, of the Third Battalion of the 
Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light 
Infantry, while they were conducting live 
fire training at Tarnak Farm in Kandahar, 
Afghanistan. The split-second decision to 
drop a 500 pound bomb resulted in four 
dead soldiers and numerous wounded. 

The event had a dramatic impact in 
Canada. The dead soldiers were univer-
sally described as the country’s first com-
bat fatalities since the Korean War. 
Canadians publicly mourned their dead. 
The Friendly Fire incident arguably 
became a turning point. It graphically 
symbolized the resurgence of Canadian 
support for its men and women in uni-
form, support which had dramatically fal-
tered and had reached an all time low by 
the end of the 1990s, due to a series of 

scandals and loss of trust in the institution by both the govern-
ment and the people of Canada.  The tragic friendly fire inci-
dent also helped prepare the nation for the difficult service in 
Afghanistan that transpired in the years that followed.

Corbett tells this emotional story in journalistic fashion. 
The text is quick moving and very personal. He uses the com-
manding officer at the time, Lieutenant-Colonel Pat Stogran, 
specifically his journey to speak to the families of the fallen, 
as the vehicle to recount the story.  Within this narrative he 
weaves in the historical details and events, and embeds the 
personal stories of those affected by the tragedy. He starts by 
recounting the road to that chaotic night at Tarnak Farms, 
touching on each of the fallen and their families, and then 

transitions to the aftermath of the event 
and the impact it had upon those left 
behind. In many ways, it is more a story 
of loss and grief than it is a historical 
recollection of events. Corbett tackles 
the difficult issue of grappling with loss, 
as well as the rationalization of the cost 
of military operations. The insights at 
times are quite revealing.

Here is where the book’s impact 
sneaks up on the reader. A fast read, 
with, on the surface, little ‘heavy slog-
ging’ to understand political or historical 
nuance or undercurrents, all of a sudden, 
the readers find themselves entwined in 
the personal stories, tragedy, and strug-
gle of those involved directly or indi-
rectly in the friendly fire incident. It 
brings home the impact that was played 
out across the country so many times 
during the ensuing war.


